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3l6 THE BIBLICAL WORLD 

The Purpose of the Book of Revelation. 

An understanding of the literary characteristics of the Revelation, 
and some familiarity with the mode and purpose of apocalyptic litera- 
ture among the Jews of the first century, are necessary to an interpre- 
tation of this book which to many is a mystery. Fortunately we 
have reached a position where we can see the book of Revelation in a 
true perspective, and in light which discloses its chief characteristics. 
Dr. Frederic Palmer has published a small volume. The Drama of the 
Apocalypse, in which he gives the reader not a little insight into this 
historical interpretation of the book. He says: Like all Hebrew 
prophecy, the Apocalypse was designed by its author for the times in 
which he wrote, and had no intended application to future ages. 
Indeed he did not contemplate the possibility that the world would 
last to future ages, for it was the object of his book to assure the Chris- 
tian community that the end of the world would come in a very short 
time, a few years at the utmost. But, like all Hebrew prophecy too, 
the author was dealing with facts and principles which were universal, 
and the words he uttered were too large to fit the immediate circum- 
stances only. A prophecy which was true for its own time was, because it 
dealt with universal elements, true for all time; but the form of it 
was that of its own day and conditions. It was uttered to meet 
present needs, and those present needs must be taken into account if 
the prophecy is to be understood either in its temporary or in its per- 
manent form. 

The aim of the Apocalypse was to comfort and encourage the Chris- 
tians of the latter part of the first century with the thought of the speedy 
end of the world and the establishment of the kingdom of their Lord. 
The clouds which for the present concealed him from them were soon 
to roll back and he would be seen coming in glory, raising the dead, 
bringing punishment to the wicked and rewards to the faithful. The 
wonderful events which had been happening in the world of nature 
and in that of politics were signs that his coming was at hand. There 
was apparently no part of the Christian belief which took so strong a 
hold on the imagination of those who had it as this of the visible com- 
ing of Jesus to set up his kingdom in Jerusalem. The Apocalypse was 
the ancient form of what we now call the philosophy of history. It 
aimed to classify events, to point out their laws and significance, to 
show their connection with the received scheme of the universe and 
their reach into the future, and to forecast that future in its necessary 
mould. And so the Apocalypse of John, dramatic as it is in form, stands 
as the great epic of the church, the first philosophy of Christian history. 



